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A REVIEW

Editor and Author
BETH LUEY
Max and Marjorie: The Correspondence between Maxwell E. Perkim &
Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings. Rodger L. T arr, ed. Gainesville: University
Press of Florida, 1999. xii + 628 pp. $34.95 (cloth), ISBN 0-81301691-6.

M

ax & Marjorie, the complete correspondence between America's best-known book
ditor and one of his best-known authors,
will please several groups of readers. For literary scholars, it is a useful addition to the earlier editions of Maxwell Perkins's correspondence. I Historians of publishing
will appreciate insights into book promotion, magazine
publication, and other business issues that are extensively
discussed. The many readers who have enjoyed The Yearling will have the opportunity to get to know its author.
Eminently readable, the edition should reach a large audience beyond academe. Its broad appeal presented the
editor, Rodger Tarr, with an enormous challenge, a challenge most evident in the annotation.
Tarr has compiled probably the most complete collection ofletters possible, drawing on the Scribners archive
at Princeton and the Rawlings collection at the University
of Florida. The volume includes 698 letters and telegrams
written between 1930 and 1947. Only a handful of letters appear to be missing or incomplete, and none are
superfluous. Tarr included only a few items that were not
strictly part of the Perkins-Rawlings correspondence: letters from Rawlings's first husband and Perkins's secretary
transmitting proof, a letter Perkins wrote to a friend of
Rawlings when Rawlings was about to enter the hospital,
the friend's response, and Charles Scribner's telegram to
Rawlings informing her of Perkins's death. All of these
belong in the volume. In only one other place might Tarr
have considered bending his rules a bit: There was a great
deal of confusion about whether the sale of British rights
to South Moon Under, the first Rawlings novel that Scribners
published, should have been negotiated by Scribners or
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by Rawlings's agent, Carl Brandt. The discussion was apparently triggered by a letter from Charles Scribner to
Rawlings. Including this letter, or summarizing it in a note,
might have clarified the issue. That is a minor matter, and
Tarr and the University of Florida Press should be commended for the completeness of the volume. Indeed,
faced with what must have been a very long manuscript,
the press nevertheless provided a generous and readable
page design.
Tarr's transcriptions appear to be accurate (photos of
several original letters are included), but two of his decisions may be questionable. He used sic to indicate the

Maxwell Perkins. By permission of University of Florida
Libraries.
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misspellings that he retained, which is both distracting and
unnecessary. There are only a half-dozen misspellings, and
they are obvious. (And, in fact, one or two do not have
sic inserted, leading the reader to wonder whether they are
the editor's error.) But usuallyTarr silently corrected misspellings, which "are not in any manner part of the fabric
of the letter. . .. Indeed, Rawlings's miscues were often
the result, as she freely admits, of alcohol or anger or both"
(xi). Alcohol was an issue for both Perkins and Rawlings.
I would love to know which letters were written when
she had drunk too much. Were they the short-tempered
letters about royalty rates? the depressed letters about lack
of progress? the funny letters about visitors and snakes?
Presented with an orthographic Breathalyzer, I would
have kept the misspellings. Again, though, this is a matter
of taste.
Max Perkins was known for his ability to keep his
authors productive and his almost uncanny talent for analyzing the problems (and seeing the possibilities) in a manuscript. His skills as counselor and cheerleader are evident
in this volume. He quickly learned how Rawlings worked
and provided the reassurance she needed. Rawlings had
great difficulty beginning her books. She typically discarded several false starts, despaired of getting things right,
and finally settled for getting something onto paper. Revising, rewriting, and editing were much easier for her and
went quickly.
Perkins's first job was to keep Rawlings at work. When
she reported throwing out a draft, he told her this was a
good omen, a sign that the book that eventually emerged
would be even better. His letters at such times were full
of comfort: "I can understand your feeling anxious because a good writer always does, and ought to" (133); "I
am sure you are simply going through the regular process of finding out the right way to do what you mean to
do and that you will find it" (466). If visitors or orange
harvesting interrupted her work, he wrote, "I rather think
that such interruptions as you describe, which are happy
ones, do not do harm to the writing, but good" (283).
When things were going well, that too was a good omen.
He offered no advice, only reassurance and encouragement. This Panglossian approach was just what Rawlings
needed.
As soon as she sent him a manuscript, however, everything changed. Perkins read whatever he was sent and
then told Rawlings exactly what he thought should be
done. Sometimes he suggested minor changes and sometimes a total overhaul. His advice was always accompanied by statements of certainty that Rawlings could handle
the changes, and she always responded with thanks, got
40
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to work, and did what he suggested. For example, he read
Rawlings's draft of a children's book and suggested that
she virtually start over again; all that was left of her book
was the basic core and main character. Yet her response,
which was typical of her, was cheerful: "I have just read
your good letter, and it gives exactly the sort of guidance
that I hoped for. I think you are absolutely right" (607).
The professional partnership between Perkins and
Rawlings worked flawlessly.
Business matters were sometimes more tense.
Rawlings had a literary agent, Carl Brandt, but he did not
represent her in her relationship with Scribners, where she
dealt directly with Perkins. On money matters, Rawlings
was less tractable. She asked for (and sometimes received)
higher royalty rates than originally offered, read her statements very carefully and pointed out even small discrepancies, and scrupulously collected reimbursements for
travel expenses. Money and bad reviews were the subjects most likely to make her irritable. She was not greedy
and in fact refused some lucrative magazine, lecture, and
advertising offers that might have degraded her work or
taken her away from her writing. She always asked
Perkins's advice on these matters, and he explained busi-

Perkins s handwritten postscript to a letter 0/28 January
1938. By permission o/University o/Florida Libraries.

ness and financial issues in detail. As a result, readers can
see clearly how publishers viewed book clubs, serial rights,
foreign rights, and movie rights in this period, and how
writers benefited from these arrangements.
Where this collection shines, though, is in the insight
it provides into social relations: class, gender, and race.
Rawlings was a well-educated middle-class Midwesterner
who had worked as a journalist. With her first husband,
she had bought a Florida orange grove where they lived
on their (precarious) income from the grove and from
their magazine writing. Her days were spent with their
black domestic servants and field hands and with the
neighboring "Crackers" (Rawlings's term) who lived by
small farming, hunting, fishing, and moonshining. Rawlings
based her novels and stories on these neighbors, with
whom she worked, hunted, and talked. They were good
friends, and there is no trace of condescension toward
them in her letters. Indeed, at one point she named the
source of one of her stories as a co-author (41-42). Perkins
knew these people only through Rawlings's stories (despite repeated invitations, Perkins never visited the orange
grove).
More complex are the attitudes toward race. Perkins

and Rawlings were both concerned about race relations
and supported black writers. But the letters remind us,
often painfully, of the distance between the 1930s and the
present. Rawlings once planned to write a novel featuring the marriage of a white slave trader and an "Mrican
princess." Perkins responded that the "practical question
you raise about miscegenation ... could be somewhat
reduced anyhow by making the woman partly white, an
octoroon, or something like that" (394). In his next letter
he amended this because of having "used a very wrong
word .... What I meant to say was that the woman ...
might be a mulatto, which I believe may mean only a small
degree of whiteness but doesn't arouse the same animosity
as no whiteness at all. I think an octoroon is only oneeighth negro. Or is it only one-eighth white? That would
be all right" (395). Aside from the fact that his suggestion
would make a hash of the novel (how many mulatto
African princesses do you suppose there were?), it shows
the extent to which a man of good will and liberal tendencies simply accepted contemporary racial prejudices.
Rawlings's attitudes toward black people were more
complex and more interesting. Shortly before Perkins
died, Rawlings sent him the first draft of a story about a
young black girl that was eventually published as The Secret River. Perkins commented that the girl's speech lacked
"the negro rhythm of speech and phrasing" (606).
Rawlings's response was eloquent:
I did not use any trace of Negro dialect for two
reasons. I wanted to give a complete dignity to
all the Negroes in the story, with no "Uncle
Remus" or "Little Black Sambo" sort of stuff,
with its humorous, often depreciatory effect.
Calpurnia is only accidentally a little colored girl.
The educated Negroes even down here talk just
like anyone else. I feel so strongly about the socalled Negro "problem," and giving them selfrespect, thinking of them and seeing them as
human beings, with the color of the skin as incidental as it is with blonde Swedes and dark Italians, seems to me a most important thing. I
deplore in the same breath the "comic" treatment
of the Negro, and the unreasonable martyrdom,
with emphasis on their tragedy of color and race,
that is being assigned to them in a great spate of
current books. (608)

Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings. By permission of University of
Florida Libraries.

Yet a few years earlier, she had written the following
passage about black writer Zora Heale Hurston:
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When I wrote Zora Neale Hurston, thanking her
for her letter, I happened to mention that my
wonderful maid Idella, whom she knew, had
"gone Harlem" and I was in difficulties, as I
needed all my energy for a book I was beginning. She wrote back that she was working on a
book of her own, but if I got too desperate and
found myself losing my stride, she would drop
her own writing and come and keep me comfortable until I finished my book. That seems a
truly big thing to me. Usually the first thing a
Negro does who advances in the world, is to put
anything "menial" behind him. It shows a great
character in
her, I think.
(553)

This paragraph
may mean many
things, depending
on the relationship
between the two
women. The note
states merely that
they were friends.
Knowing the length
and depth of that
friendship would
tell us whether, for
example, Hurston's
offer might have
been tongue-incheek or whether
they were so close
that the offer was
made seriously between
equals
(though it is hard

inviting comment on her first husband's opinions, frank
about her divorce, and eager to share her pleasure in her
second marriage. She was as ardent in her letters as Perkins
was reserved. And-until her remarriage-she seemed nearly
to terrify Perkins. His criticism, praise, and suggestions for
her writing were always straightforward, but on personal
matters his letters almost winced. When Rawlings married Norton Baskin, Perkins's letters (and probably the
man himself) relaxed noticeably.
From even these few excerpts, it is easy to see how
appealing and readable these letters are, and their presentation makes it clear that the editor and publisher anticipated a large audience. This created no problems in matters
of selection and
transcription, but
providing annotation that will satisfy
everyone from
publishing scholars
to Yearling fans is
more difficult. If
this edition has a
weakness, it is
here.
The
inclusivity and
length of the book
require that the
notes be minimal;
there are perhaps
five hundred in the
whole volume.
Tarr apparently assumed that most
readers would
know
almost
nothing about litPerkins's note to Rawlings on the occasion other marriage [29 October 1941].
erary history. The
By permission o/University o/Florida Libraries.
letters are full of

to imagine Rawlings making the same offer to Hurston).
Some of the most valuable material in this edition lies
between the lines, suggesting the difficulties of friendship
between men and women. Perkins was always somewhat
formal in his relationships with authors and seldom revealed much about himself. His letters to Rawlings,
though, have a nervousness, an unease, that his letters to
Fitzgerald, Hemingway, and other men do not have. At
the beginning of the correspondence, Rawlings was unhappily married. In the course ofit she was divorced and,
a few years later, married for a second time. Unlike
Perkins, she was open about her personal life, sometimes
42
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references to well-known literary figures for whom Tarr
provided standard dictionary-style biographical notes.
These include Gertrude Stein (262), Marcel Proust (257),
and John Galsworthy (48, 162). Titles as well known as
Huckleberry Finn and Treasure Island are also given minimal identifications (75). When Perkins wrote that Thornton
Wilder "is a true scholar ... like Erasmus," a note follows: "Desiderius Erasmus (1466-1536), Dutch philosopher" (456). Tarr also provided locations for the Johns
Hopkins Hospital and the Mayo Clinic (358). I would
have preferred to see the limited space used to provide
information more specific to the edition, or harder to find.

